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SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGICAL DETERMINANTS OF 
RECREATION: AN EXPLORATORY ANALYSIS 
Richard H. Anson 
South Dakota State U n i v e r s i t y 
Numerous theor ies o f recreat ion and l e i s u r e have been 
used to deduce hypotheses which are tes tab le e m p i r i c a l l y . 
This a r t i c l e contends that one need not r e s o r t o f a 
"special theory" o f l e i s u r e to p red ic t and exp la in an 
i n d i v i d u a l ' s l eve l o f p a r t i c i p a t i o n . An examination o f 
social psychological v a r i a b l e s , indicates that opinion 
leadersh ip , s e l f concept, and past p a r t i c i p a t i o n inf luence 
present p a r t i c i p a t i o n l e v e l s . A f t e r c o n t r o l l i n g f o r other 
personal and demographic v a r i a b l e s , the re la t ionsh ips 
remain s i g n i f i c a n t . 
A pe rs i s ten t theme o f recent recreat ion research i s the presence o f 
c o r r e l a t e s , which in vary ing degrees, inf luence the ex tent to which 
ind iv idua ls p a r t i c i p a t e in l e i s u r e a c t i v i t i e s . More to the p o i n t , "past 
recreat ional behavior" (Yoesting and Burkhead, 1973; Chr ist iansen and 
Yoest ing, 1973; Sofranko and Nolan, 1972), "value o r i e n t a t i o n " 
(Chr is t iansen and Yoest ing , 1973; Bultena and Wood, 1970; Lindsay and 
Ogle , 1972), "age" (Chr is t iansen and Yoest ing, 1973; Lindsay and Ogle , 1972), 
"income" (Chr is t iansen and Yoest ing, 1973), " s i z e o f hometown" (Yoesting 
and Burkhead, 1973) and '^definitions o f the environment" (Knopp, 1972) have 
a l l been found to be s i g n i f i c a n t l y re la ted to p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n rec reat iona l 
a c t i v i t i e s . 
Despite these f i n d i n g s , two issues remain unresolved. The f i r i t p e r -
ta ins to a choice o f theore t i ca l perspect ive . Many inves t iga to rs suggest 
that recreat ional p a r t i c i p a t i o n can be understood by reso r t ing to some 
special theory o f l e i s u r e . Wit t and Bishop (1970) po in t to f i v e c l a s s i c a l 
theor ies : c a t h a r s i s , compensation, surplus energy , r e l a x a t i o n and task 
g e n e r a l i z a t i o n . Each o f these theor ies suggest that "people favor d i f f e r e n t 
a c t i v i t i e s a f t e r having been in ce r ta in (antecedent) s i t u a t i o n s " (Wi t t and 
Bishop, 1970:64). Hendee (1969) suggests that f i v e theor ies o r "mini 
theor ies" purport to exp la in ind iv idua l recreat ion and l e i s u r e a c t i v i t y . 
These are termed "compensatory", "surplus energy" , "oppor tun i t y " , "task 
genera l i za t ion" and "pleasant exper ience" . Hendee concludes that "although 
there are several a l te rnate theor ies to expla in r u r a l - u r b a n recreat ion 
d i f fe rences , almost a l l are cast in such general terms, that mobi l i z ing 
operational data capable o f tes t ing them is an imposing task" (Hendee, 
1969:338), 
Related to the conceptual vegetable garden extant in the l i t e r a t u r e , 
i s the problem of empir ical f i n d i n g s . Most f ind ings have been demographic 
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in nature. As noted, age, educat ion, income and s i ze of hometown have a l l 
been found to be re lated to recreat ion p a r t i c i p a t i o n . These f a c t s , however, 
do not cohere with the psychological underpinning o f the theor ies . Terms 
such as "cathars is " , "surplus energy", "pleasant exper ience" , and "task 
genera l i za t ion" are c l e a r l y psychological (See Wit t and Bishop, 1970). 
Hence, a gap e x i s t s between the theoret ic framework used to understand 
recreat ion behavior , and what i s present ly known about i t ' s determinants. 
This study attempts to transcend previous research by explor ing 
the ef fects o f selected soc ia l -psycholog ica l var iables on ind iv idual 
recreation p a r t i c i p a t i o n . 
Theoret ical Bearing 
Ever since George Herbert Meads "Mind, S e l f , and Soc iety" (1934), 
symbolic interact ionism has provided a conceptual f a b r i c f o r de l imi t ing 
and studying social behavior . The perspective res ts on three "root images": 
(a) human beings act toward objects on the basis o f the meanings that the 
objects have f o r them, (b) the meanings of objects a r i s e out o f soc ia l 
in te rac t ion and (c ) meanings are handled in and modified through an i n t e r -
pect ive process (Blumer, 1969:7). 
An ob ject ive o f theoret ic importance, i s that o f " s e l f " . S e l f i s 
defined as "that organizat ion o f q u a l i t i e s that the ind iv idua l a t t r i b u t e s 
to himself" (K inch , 1963). According to Mead's seminal formulat ions, 
the s e l f or personal i ty ar ises through ro le tak ing . Role taking i s 
defined as the process whereby an ind iv idua l s u b j e c t i v e l y places himself 
in the pos i t ion o f o thers . This is to say that the s e l f , as o b j e c t , can 
be understood only by ass imi lat ing the viewpoint o f p a r t i c u l a r ( s i g n i f i c a n t ) 
and composite (general ized) o thers . Since the s e l f i s o b j e c t , i t l o g i c a l l y 
fol lows that the way in which ind iv iduals define themselves depends in large 
measure on the real or ant ic ipated reactions o f o t h e r s . In ar .nutshel l , 
the general arguments o f the theory can be stated in one sentence: the 
i n d i v i d u a l ' s conception o f himself emerges from soc ia l i n t e r a c t i o n , and in 
turn guides or influences the behavior o f that ind i v idua l (K inch , 1963). 
Kinch conceptualizes in te rac t ion as two somewhat d i s t i n c t , but 
re lated not ions . "Actual responses" o f others per ta in to the ob jec t i ve 
st imul i encountered by the actor (actual react ions o f o t h e r s ) . "Perceived 
responses" o f others r e f e r to the i n d i v i d u a l ' s in te rp re ta t ions of the 
actual responses of o thers . 
An extension of Mead's social psychology i s what i s re fer red to as 
" ro le theory" . Roles are defined as the expectations associated with a 
p a r t i c u l a r status p o s i t i o n . Central to r o l e theory is the asser t ion that 
expectations inf luence behavior . To understand behav ior , one must account 
fo r the numbers and kind o f expectations attached to the i n d i v i d u a l ' s 
pos i t ion by s i g n i f f c a n t o thers . This argument squares with interact ionism 
in that "expectations" are ob jec ts , the meaning o f which, a r i se irv i n t e r -
a c t i o n . 
Implications o f the foregoing are f i r s t ; t h a t ind i v idua l perceptions 
of the social s t ruc ture (o thers ) must in some way be reckoned with in 
expla in ing behavior , second, that s t ruc tu ra l var iables determine the 
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various ways the ind iv idua l perceives himself and t h i r d ; behavior i s a 
funct ion o f both s t ruc tu ra l and personal i ty f a c t o r s . 
The fo l lowing hypotheses can be der ived from one or more of these 
imp! icat ions : 
Hypotheses : 
1. The degree to which others come f o r advice on recreat ional 
matters (opinion leadership) w i l l e x e r t an independent 
e f f e c t on the degree to which the ind iv idua l sought, 
par t i c ipates in recreat ional a c t i v i t i e s . 
2. The degree to which ind i v idua ls perceive t h e i r peer 
group to be ac t i ve w i l l exe r t an independent e f f e c t on 
the degree to which they p a r t i c i p a t e in recreat ional 
a c t i v i t i e s . 
3. The degree to which ind i v idua ls perceive themselves ( s e l f 
perception) as ac t i ve w i l l exe r t an independent e f f e c t 
on t h e i r recreat ional a c t i v i t i e s . 
4 . The degree to which ind i v idua ls perceive t h e i r parents 
to be ac t i ve w i l l e x e r t an independent inf luence on t h e i r 
recreat ional a c t i v i t i e s . 
5. The degree to which ind i v idua ls perceive t h e i r parents to 
expect p a r t i c i p a t i o n in recreat ional a c t i v i t i e s w i l l 
exe r t an independent inf luence on t h e i r recreat ional 
behavior . 
6. The degree to which ind i v idua ls perceive t h e i r peers 
as perceiv ing them to be act i ve ( r o l e taking) w i l l 
exe r t an independent e f f e c t on t h e i r behavior . 
7. The degree to which ind i v idua ls consider the norms o f 
t h e i r peer group as important w i l l e x e r t an i so la ted 
e f f e c t on t h e i r behav ior . 
Sample and Procedure 
The cases f o r t h i s study come from a random sample o f undergraduate 
socio logy students located in Brookings, South Dakota. A to ta l o f 258 
questionnaires were i n i t i a l l y given to male and female respondents 
en ro l l ed in courses at South Dakota State U n i v e r s i t y . A f t e r de let ing 
questionnaires with incomplete items, questionnaires f o r one hundred and 
s i x t y - s i x (N=166) remained f o r a n a l y s i s . The f i n a l sample represents 64.3% 
o f a l l students responding to the instrument. 
The data were c o l l e c t e d in November o f 1973. A t o t a l o f eighteen (18) 
independent var iables are included in the a n a l y s i s . Seven (7) o f the 
antecedent var iables are c l e a r l y soc ia l psychological and are hypothesized 
to independently inf luence student recreat ional a c t i v i t y . They are as 
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fo l lows : opinion leadership (actual responses to others - X3) , perceived 
peer a c t i v i t y (X4) , s e l f descr ipt ion ( X 5 ) , perceived parental a c t i v i t y ( X n ) , 
parental expectations (X-j 3 ) , perceived a t t i tude o f peers (X-|7), and 
perceived importance o f peer group norms ( X i s ) * 
A l a s t congeries of var iables included are : parental subscr ipt ion 
to recreat ional publ icat ions ( X 6 ) , family s i ze ( X s ) , parental income ( X 1 0 ) , 
parental education (X12)» recreat ional energy expended alone (X- j4) , w i th 
f r iends ( X j s ) , and with the family ( X i 6 ) - These v a r i a b l e s , although not 
contained in the hypothesis or review o f l i t e r a t u r e , could possib ly e x e r t , 
or somehow in f luence , student recreat ional behav ior . Hence, t h e i r e f f e c t s 
should be recognized and in some way cont ro l led f o r . 
The social psychological var iables were determined and measured by 
the fol lowing items: opinion leadership - - " In genera l , how often do 
other students come to you f o r advice on outdoor recreat ional matters?" 
Scored "never" ( 1 ) , " r a r e l y " ( 2 ) , "occas ional ly" ( 3 ) , "quite o f ten" ( 4 ) , 
and "constant ly" ( 5 ) ; perceived peer a c t i v i t y — " In genera l , how would 
you describe the outdoor recreat ional a c t i v i t y o f your best group o f 
f r iends?" Scored "very i n a c t i v e " ( 1 ) , " i n a c t i v e " ( 2 ) , "somewhat a c t i v e " ( 3 ) , 
"ac t i ve" ( 4 ) , and "very a c t i v e " ( 5 ) ; s e l f descr ip t ion — " In genera l , how 
would you describe y o u r s e l f in re la t ion to outdoor recreat ional a c t i v i t y ? " 
Response categories and scores were " I am very i n a c t i v e " ( 1 ) , " I am i n a c t i v e " 
( 2 ) , " I am somewhat a c t i v e " ( 3 ) , " I am a c t i v e " ( 4 ) , and " I am very a c t i v e " ( 5 ) ; 
perceived parental a c t i v i t y — "The leve l o f my parents outdoor recreat ional 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n can be described as : "low" ( 1 ) , "medium" ( 2 ) , and "h igh" ( 3 ) ; 
parental expectations — "How important is i t to your family that you 
par t i c ipa te in outdoor recreat ion?" Scored "very unimportant" ( 1 ) , 
"unimportant" ( 2 ) , "nei ther important or unimportant" ( 3 ) , " important" ( 4 ) , 
and "very important" ( 5 ) ; perceived at t i tudes o f peers - - "Considering your 
best group o f f r i e n d s , how do you think they would describe your leve l o f 
outdoor recreat ional p a r t i c i p a t i o n ? " Measured " I am very i n a c t i v e " ( 1 ) , 
" I am . inactive" ( 2 ) , " I am somewhat a c t i v e " ( 3 ) , " I am a c t i v e " ( 4 ) , and 
" I am very a c t i v e " ( 5 ) , importance o f peer group norms - - "How important are 
the opinions o f your best group o f f r iends to the number o f times you par -
t i c i p a t e in outdoor a c t i v i t i e s ? " Scored "very unimportant" ( 1 ) , "unimportant" 
( 2 ) , "neither important o r unimportant" ( 3 ) , " important" ( 4 ) , and "very 
important" ( 5 ) . 
Current recreat ional a c t i v i t y was del imited and measured by an index 
cons ist ing o f 35 separate outdoor a c t i v i t i e s . The index appears in an 
a r t i c l e by Yoesting and Burkhead (1973). Each undergraduate responded to 
the fo l lowing i tem, "Which of the fo l lowing outdoor recreat ional a c t i v i t i e s 
have you par t i c ipated in during the past year?" A composite score was 
obtained by summing the to ta l number of "yes" responses to each o f the 
a c t i v i t i e s . 
The operat iona l i zat ions o f the other v a r i a b l e s , which, fo r the most 
p a r t , are a n c i l l a r y to th i s study, are l i s t e d in the appendix. 
The s t a t i s t i c a l technique chosen f o r analys is i s l i n e a r mult ip le 
regression (Steele and T o r r i e , 1960). This form o f analys is allows the 
inves t iga to r to assay the re lat ionships between an independent and a 
dependent var iab le whi le p a r t i a l l i n g out the variances o f other antecedent 
var iables in the regression equation. Since the e f f e c t s o f a l l other 
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independent var iables are held constant , one can i n t e r p r e t the remaining 
re la t ionsh ip as "independent". 
Resul ts 
The data in Table 1 are the cor re la t ions between each antecedent 
var iab le and undergraduate recreat ional a c t i v i t y . The zero order c o r r e l a -
t ions indicate the degree o f assoc iat ion ( w i t h i n the sample) between each 
independent var iable and undergraduate p a r t i c i p a t i o n scores . The data 
indicates that "value o r i e n t a t i o n " , "past recreat ional p a r t i c i p a t i o n " , 
"opinion leadersh ip" , "perceived peer a c t i v i t y " , " s e l f concept ion" , "parental 
subscr ipt ion to recreat iona l p u b l i c a t i o n s " , "parental income", "parental 
a c t i v i t y " , "parental educat ion" , "parental expec ta t ions" , "perceived a t t i t u d e 
o f peer group", and "perceived importance o f peer group norms" are a l l 
s i g n i f i c a n t l y re lated (P < .001 l e v e l ) to current p a r t i c i p a t i o n in 
recreat ional a c t i v i t i e s . Moreover, there i s less than one (1) change i n a 
thousand that the r e l a t i o n s in the greater population ( a l l socio logy students 
in the U n i v e r s i t y ) are z e r o . A weakness in sample c o r r e l a t i o n analys is 
however is the f a i l u r e o f the technique to p a r t i a l o r hold constant each 
o f the other independent v a r i a b l e s . Hence, the connections between each o f 
the independent var iab les and undergraduate recreat ional a c t i v i t y may be 
masked due to shared variance with other antecedent v a r i a b l e s . 
The r e s u l t s o f regress ing cu r rent rec reat iona l scores on the independent 
var iables (X thru X is ) are a lso presented i n Table 1. Each regress ion 
weight indicates the increase i n the dependent v a r i a b l e brought about by 
accompanying increases in each independent v a r i a b l e , whi le holding constant 
each o f the other independent v a r i a b l e s . For example, the regression co -
e f f i c i e n t between value o r i e n t a t i o n and recreat ional behavior equals +.08. 
Th is indicates that a u n i t increase in value o r i e n t a t i o n scores , accompany 
an "average" increase o f .08 i n p a r t i c i p a t i o n scores whi le blocking out 
the variance o f a l l o ther independent v a r i a b l e s . The sequential "F t e s t " 
assess the presence or absence o f a re la t ionsh ip in the population (B=0) 
versus (B/0). The data i n Table 1 indicate that past recreat ional 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n (P < , 0 0 1 ) , op in ion leadership (P <,.001) and s e l f concept 
(P 4 .001) have an independent inf luence on the dependent v a r i a b l e . "Age" 
and recreat ional energy expended with the family "are independently r e l a t e d , 
but there are approximately ten chances in one hundred (P < .10) that the 
connection is not present in the populat ion . 
The c o e f f i c i e n t o f determination (R^ = .61) ind icates that s i x t y - o n e 
percent o f the variance i n undergraduate p a r t i c i p a t i o n i s explained by the 
combined e f fects o f a l l antecedent v a r i a b l e s . Thus, a l l var iab les taken 
together , have high explanatory power. 
Discussion and Impl icat ions 
A central thes is o f t h i s study is that too o f t e n , soc ia l psychological 
var iables are neglected i n l e i s u r e and recreat ion research in favor o f more 
demographic exp lanat ions . The resul 1sof t h i s study demonstrate that "opinion 
leadership" and " s e l f concept ion" are independently r e l a t e d to recreat iona l 
behavior . These f ind ings square s t a t i s t i c a l l y wi th two (2) of the seven (7) 
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hypotheses derived from soc ia l -psycho log ica l theory . More to the po int 
however, is the fact that on ly one demographic var iab le exerts a s i g n i f i c a n t 
independent influence on the dependent var iable (although s i g n i f i c a n t at 
only .10 l e v e l ) . Age was observed to vary d i r e c t l y with undergraduate 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n . This f ind ing i s somewhat a n t i t h e t i c a l to the l i t e r a t u r e 
in that some invest igators have observed a negative r e l a t i o n . This can be 
explained by the fac t that the sample f o r th i s study was based on students 
rather than community a d u l t s . U n i v e r s i t y samples maintain skewed age 
variances r e f l e c t i n g r e l a t i v e l y younger age than adul t populations as a 
whole. The p o l a r i t y o f the re la t ionsh ip suggests that accompanying 
increases in student age are higher un i ve rs i t y standings (freshmen, 
sophomore, j u n i o r , e t c . ) and thus greater opportuni t ies f o r recreat ional 
pu rsu i t s . 
Student perceptions o f the soc ia l s t r u c t u r e , actual responses o f other 
students (opinion leadership) and s e l f conception were a l l found r e l a t e d 
to recreat ion behavior . A f t e r c o n t r o l l i n g however, only past recreat iona l 
a c t i v i t i e s , opinion leadership and s e l f conception remain s i g n i f i c a n t at the 
.01 l e v e l . These f ind ings suggest that soc ia l psychological var iables 
e x e r t influences on l e i s u r e and r e c r e a t i o n , and are independent o f demographic 
f a c t o r s . 
Social psychological theory can be a r t i c u l a t e d as fo l lows : perceptions 
o f the social s t ructure i n d i r e c t l y inf luence ind iv idua l behavior through 
re la t ions to other v a r i a b l e s . Behavior i s more d i r e c t l y inf luenced by 
s o c i a l i z a t i o n o r past recreat ional experiences, the way others react toward 
s e l f , and conception o f s e l f . 
These f i n d i n g s , although not general izable to adult populat ions, 
suggest that some key notions o f interact ionism merit fu r the r considerat ion 
as an explanation o f l e i s u r e behavior . 
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Appendix 
Physical f i t n e s s value o r i e n t a t i o n (X^) was ascertained by f i v e (5) 
items. Each item was scored by the L ike r t technique. A composite score 
was obtained by summing the score f o r each item. The items were: 
"physical f i t n e s s a c t i v i t i e s are increasing i n t h e i r value *<& mankind," 
"physical f i t n e s s a c t i v i t i e s are valuable f o r maintaining h e a l t h , " 
"physical f i t n e s s a c t i v i t i e s are not s u f f i c i e n t l y p ract iced by co l lege 
s tudents , " "planning physical a c t i v i t y i s fundamentally a soc ia l p r a c t i c e , " 
and "physical a c t i v i t i e s strengthen moral development"; past recreat ional 
a c t i v i t i e s (X?) obtained b y , "which o f the fo l lowing outdoor recreat ional 
a c t i v i t i e s d id you p a r t i c i p a t e in from the age o f 6-11 years o f age?" 
An a c t i v i t y index cons is t ing o f 35 a c t i v i t i e s (Yoesting and Burkhead, 1973) 
was scored by summing the number of a c t i v i t i e s checked " y e s " ; age scored by 
raw years repor ted ; s i z e o f hometown scored by placing the number reported 
over 1,000; parental subsc r ip t ion to recreat ional p u b l i c a t i o n s , "to how 
many outdoor publ icat ions do your parents present ly subscribe to such as 
F i e l d and Stream, Outdoor L i f e , American Sportsman, American Rif leman, e t c . " 
scored by adding the to ta l number o f publ icat ions r e p o r t e d ; family s i z e — 
scored by adding t o t a l number o f members r e p o r t e d ; parental income - -
"my parents combined income f a l l s in which o f the fo l low ing categor ies : 
response categories were "under 1,000 do l la rs (scored 1 ) , 1,000-2,999 (scored 
2 ) , 3,000-4,999 (scored 3) to 21,000 do l la rs plus (scored 12) ; parental 
education — scored by to ta l years o f formal education fathers completed; 
energy leve ls determined by "what percent o f time and energy do you devote 
to outdoor recreat ional pursu i ts i s spend with the f o l l o w i n g ? " Response 
categories were " s e l f " , " f r i e n d s " and " fami ly " . Each percent was taken as 
a r a t i o measure o f recreat ional s t r i v i n g . 
